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ABSTRACT
Part one of this review chapter provides a brief historical overview of the fathering
role. Following this overview, some cultural contradictions and challenges facing fathers,
particularly married fathers, are outlined and discussed. Key issues of focus in this
section include married fathers balancing economic provision, household work, and
involvement in child rearing. Part two of the chapter will overview cultural challenges
and contradictions facing mothers, particularly married mothers. The contradictory
challenges often inherent in marriage-based mothering include the pressures to
simultaneously provide “intensive mothering” and to be extensively involved in a career.
In sum, the chapter will illustrate how married parents, both individually and as couples,
face several novel challenges and contradictions that must be creatively and
cooperatively negotiated as a married couple.

Sustaining a marriage in today’s fast-paced and often anti-marriage culture has been
compared to paddling a canoe upstream (Doherty, 2000). When the responsibilities and roles
inherent in parenting are added to those of wife or husband, the complexities and challenges
of family life increase and marital happiness and satisfaction may decline (Cowan and
Cowan, 2000; Gilbert, 2006). Married parenthood is demanding work; and in some respects,
it is a different work than it has been historically.
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In this chapter we briefly review the father role from a historical perspective in order to
contextualize the current challenges facing fathers, particularly married fathers. As we do so,
we see that contemporary married fathers face some difficult double-binds that we refer to as
cultural contradictions (Dienhart and Daly, 1997). Further, the intensity of cultural
contradiction is as strong for today’s mothers as it is for fathers. Subsequently, we also
outline and highlight some of the striking contradictions facing married mothers. Following
our two-part examination of the cultural contradictions of fatherhood and motherhood, we
conclude the chapter by addressing several shared challenges contemporary married couples
face. Having provided this outline, we commence by first turning our attention to fathers.

PART ONE:
THE CULTURAL CONTRADICTIONS FACING TODAY’S FATHERS
The past quarter century has been characterized by an expanding concern with fatherhood
in the social sciences and popular culture, manifested by the increasing number of reports
addressing fathers’ involvement. Key issues include the challenges of balancing economic
provision, household work, and involvement in child rearing—along with concern for the
poorer child outcomes associated with low father involvement and father absence (Marks and
Palkovitz, 2004).

American Fatherhood Today: Improving, Declining, or Both?
Two starkly contrasting views of contemporary American fatherhood are frequently
presented in scholarly reports and popular media. This section will address both, along with
an attempt to reconcile the two conflicting images of fatherhood.
Is fatherhood improving? One perspective of father involvement suggests that we are
witnessing a new, increased level of father involvement. Comparisons between data analyses
from the past decade or so with earlier analyses reported in the 1970s and 1980s suggest that
fathers in intact families have increased the amount of accessibility to their children and direct
engagement with their children over time (Peters, Peterson, Steinmetz, and Day, 2000; Pleck,
1997; Yeung, Sandberg, Davis-Kean, and Hofferth, 2001). Comparisons of father-son
relationship quality across two generations also demonstrate that father-son dyads now
experience more closeness, more positive communication, and more supportive affection
from each other than the same fathers reportedly felt from their own fathers when they were
growing up (Morman and Floyd, 2002). These findings match the historical argument that the
contemporary fathering ideal is one of “co-parent” where fathers and mothers share nurturing
responsibilities for their children (Pleck and Pleck, 1997).
While the historical ideal of fathering has shifted over the centuries, we recognize that
actual behaviors rarely match ideals (LaRossa, 1998). A more accurate historical portrayal
would be that some patterns of contemporary involved fathering mirror patterns of father
involvement prevalent in colonial America when fathers were recognized to have primary
responsibility for children’s welfare (Palkovitz, 1996). The parallel role today is portrayed in
what both professionals and popular media refer to as a “new breed” of fathers: married men
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who have increased commitment to fathering roles, while at the same time finding some
measure of success as providers and participants in their communities.
Is fatherhood declining? The above images of fathers come at a time when demographic
data show that American men are now less likely than in recent decades to choose to become
fathers (Marsiglio, 1998). Even when men do become fathers, there is a tendency to have
about 50% fewer children than 50 years ago (Popenoe, 1996). Further, men tend to spend less
time in households with children, and experience less “leisure time” (that could be spent with
children) than in the past (Johnson, 1992). Divorce, mother-headed households, and defaults
on court-ordered alimony and child support payments have been at or near all-time highs
(Popenoe, 1996; Zinsmeister, 1991). According to the U.S. Bureau of the Census (2007), in
the year 2005, 23% of all custodial mothers who were eligible for child support did not
receive any payment. These indicators have been interpreted to suggest that contemporary
patterns of fatherhood do not reflect the “new breed” of fathers, but actually indicate a decline
in fathering (Popenoe, 1993, 1996). Indeed, the discourse stimulated by David Blankenhorn’s
(1995) emphasis on fatherlessness as a crisis in the state of the nation’s families continues in
scholarly circles nearly 15 years later.
Is fatherhood both improving and declining? Can the starkly contrasting “new involved
father” and the Fatherless America perspectives be reconciled? To a degree, they can. There
appear to be two divergent trends occurring in American fatherhood. Although some men
avoid, or are unable to fulfill family ties and responsibilities, many others are engaging more
fully in marriage-based fatherhood than recent cohorts. Anthony Rotundo (1985) identified
these two simultaneous countertrends of “father absence” and “father involvement” over
twenty years ago, and these two concepts remain the foci of much fathering research today.
Currently, more data are needed that adequately examine why some men are uninvolved or
“cut and run” fathers (e.g., Appleby and Palkovitz, 2006), while others are motivated toward
greater family engagement, even during challenging times (Fagan and Palkovitz, 2007;
Hawkins and Dollahite, 1997).
At the outset of the divergent fathering trends discussion twenty years ago, Furstenberg
(1988) explained that the father absence and father involvement countertrends have been
influenced by many factors including: men's rejection of the “good provider” role, increased
labor force participation by women, and the increasingly optional nature of fatherhood.
Specifically, Furstenberg observed that
Fatherhood is becoming a more voluntary role that requires a greater degree of personal
and economic sacrifice. . . . Fathers may be becoming a more differentiated population, with
only more highly committed males entering their ranks (p. 201).

Consistent with Furstenberg’s projection, some data indicate that there are many “highly
committed males” who take fatherhood very seriously, as addressed in two recent volumes
(Brotherson and White, 2006; Palkovitz, 2002). Simultaneously, abandonment and low levels
of father involvement remain a significant problem (Apppleby and Palkovitz, 2006). In sum,
fathering appears to be both improving and declining. With this recent split snapshot of
fatherhood in mind, we will briefly overview another complex split relating to fatherhood, the
frequent disconnect between culture and conduct—ideas and behaviors.
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Culture versus Conduct Distinctions in Fatherhood
Sociologist Ralph LaRossa has repeatedly distinguished between the imagery of
fatherhood and the actual performance of paternal roles by use of the terms “culture of
fatherhood” and “conduct of fatherhood,” respectively (LaRossa, 1988, 1997; LaRossa and
Reitzes, 1993). Specifically, this distinction can account for the differences in rates of change
between the ideological shifts (culture) and the behaviors (conduct) associated with
fatherhood. While this refinement in our conceptualization of fatherhood has allowed
theoretical and analytical power absent before LaRossa’s contribution, it has not laid to rest
the ongoing debate about the supposed change in American fatherhood. If anything, these
concepts have added to the debate. When he introduced this inconsistency LaRossa (1988)
queried:
Has fatherhood changed in the wake of the social and economic changes that have taken
place in America since the turn of the century? Although the evidence is scant, it would
appear that the answer to this question is both yes and no. Yes, fatherhood has changed if one
looks at the culture of fatherhood—the ideologies surrounding men’s parenting. No,
fatherhood has not changed (at least significantly), if one looks at the conduct of fatherhood—
how fathers behave vis-a-vis their children. (p. 451, emphasis added).

Twenty years after the above statement, the “new, involved father” is still very much a
part of American culture, perhaps in an even more pronounced way than in 1988. Has
conduct narrowed the gap with the cultural ideal during these intervening years?

Fatherhood Scripts: Culture, Change, and Contradiction
Although in transition, the good provider role is still dominant in contemporary men’s
views of fatherhood (Christiansen and Palkovitz, 2001; Daly and Palkovitz, 2004). Indeed,
provision is so much a part of the fathering role that it is often assumed that men will provide
financial security for their families, and many men feel social pressure to provide “well”
(Doucet, 2004). When they do not fill this role, men tend to feel inadequate and less
empowered to meet other cultural expectations surrounding increased involvement with their
children (Connor and White, 2006). Subsequently, many men become uninvolved “fathers
without children” (Maurer and Pleck, 2006).
Conversely, being a good provider does not necessarily mean married fathers will be able
to strike a balance between providing and their personal desire to be nurturing and involved
(Henwood and Procter, 2003). Indeed, many married fathers who are “good providers” will
face the dichotomy that breadwinning and time with children are often negatively associated
with one another (Milkie, Mattingly, Nomaguchi, Bianchi, and Robinson, 2004). Yet, the
struggle runs far deeper than provision versus involvement. Over the past century, American
culture has distanced itself from an ethos based on character and has focused increasingly on
visible presentation and image (Covey, 2001). Family patterns of provision, saving, and
spending have been heavily influenced by the emphasis on image (Poduska, 2000). Indeed,
this influence has been profound enough that the desire and effort to appear financially
prosperous have dominated the less common tendency to live modestly and frugally over the
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life course while building real wealth. It is telling that American individuals who take the
latter approach to financial management are anomalous enough in current culture to have
drawn the attention of researchers like Thomas Stanley who discuss the used cars, modest
homes, and coupon clipping of self-made millionaires (Moore and Asay, 2008).
In short, the pressure on today’s married parents—and fathers in particular—is not only
to be “good providers” as discussed by previous fathering scholars (Christiansen and
Palkovitz, 2001; Demos, 1982). We have reached a stage where the pressure to financially
engage in “conspicuous consumption” is acute (Dienhart and Daly, 1997; Moore and Asay,
2008). Clothing a child is not as much of a concern as clothing her in high-end apparel;
transportation is not as much of a concern as driving a late-year model, and similar trends are
visible in connection with technology and other consumer domains. Even significant
promotions and pay increases do not usually eliminate the financial squeeze often caused by
such concerns, due to what some scholars refer to as the “hedonic treadmill” effect—the trend
that increased income is quickly devoted to meeting unsatiated wants—a behavioral pattern
that quickly negates the increase in gross income (Moore and Asay, 2008). Because most
fathers and families are not consciously aware of such patterns, they do not take active
budgetary measures against them.
The result is that many fathers and families erroneously believe that the solution to
financial woes is increased income as opposed to more effective family resource management
(Poduska, 2000). Frequently, an unintended consequence of conspicuous consumption
patterns is that fathers increase their work hours. By extension, long work hours tend to
impact the family in a host of negative ways, including limited father time with children, and
increased strains on the marriage such as a “second shift” for working mothers whose
husbands do not contribute adequately to household labor (Coltrane, 2000; Hochschild, 1997;
Hochschild and Machung, 2003; Marks and Dollahite, 2001).
To summarize, the cultural scripts for “ideal” married fathers include at least two roles:
(1) the role of the (very) “good provider” who not only provides room and board, but stylish
and conspicuous transportation, apparel, technology, and housing; and (2) the highly involved
“new father” who, like his wife, is immersed in his child’s life in the effort to meet his child’s
emotional, psychological, relational, and spiritual needs (Brotherson and White, 2007;
Hawkins and Dollahite, 1997). While it may be possible for a small minority of fathers to act
out both scripts, for most there is a formidable inherent contradiction. Fathers, however, are
not the only ones asked to simultaneously sing two dissonant parts, as we see next.

PART TWO:
THE CULTURAL CONTRADICTIONS FACING TODAY’S MOTHERS
The cultural contradictions of American marriage-based motherhood are as pronounced
as those faced by married fathers. Here we focus our attention on one central contradiction for
married mothers—the counterpoint between a high mothering identity and a calling for career
(Elgar and Chester, 2007; Giele, 2008; Johnston and Swanson, 2007).
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American Motherhood Today: Leaving Home, Returning Home, or Both?
Are contemporary mothers leaving home? In the past, many women accepted the
mothering identity of their own mothers, often focusing exclusively on home and children
(Gerson, 1986). Today, however, young women may find the identities inherited from their
mothers to be inadequate, with some experiencing a sense of “calling” to their career as
strong as that to motherhood (Sellers, Thomas, Batts and Ostman, 2005). As a result, in
addition to creating a unique mothering identity, contemporary women must also determine a
worker identity that “justifies their decision to work or not to work outside the home”
(Johnston and Swanson, 2007, p. 448).
The number of American mothers who embrace a worker identity is increasing. Sixtythree percent of women over 16 years of age with children under 6 years old were working in
March 2006. This represents a 54% increase in working mothers with young children since
March 1986 (U.S. Department of Labor, 2007). Between 2001 and 2003, nearly 67% of
women becoming parents for the first time worked during their pregnancy, as compared to
fewer than half in the early 1960s. Eighty-five percent worked through their last month of
pregnancy (compared to 35% in the 1960s). After the birth of the child, 55% of mothers were
back to work within 6 months (as compared to 14% in the 1960s) (Johnson, 2008). In sum, an
increasing number of mothers in the United States appear to value paid employment.
Are contemporary mothers returning more intensively to home? While evidence supports
a movement for mothers from home to workplace, there is also evidence that some women
embrace a high mothering identity by relinquishing their worker identity. Belkin (2003), a
New York Times columnist who has written extensively about women, motherhood, and work
issues, coined the term “opt-out revolution” to describe a group of upper-middle class women
who chose to leave their careers to stay home full time. These mothers viewed relinquishing
their worker identity as a necessary sacrifice for their children, and a key component of their
mothering identity. As Johnson and Swanson (2007) noted in their study of 98 mothers,
adopting an intensive mothering ideology was associated with no real conflict about a low
worker identity. For women in this study, when the “intensive mothering expectations and
worker identity are inconsistent … the response is to change worker identity” (p. 453).
In sum, while American mothers are increasing workforce participation on average, some
are rejecting the worker identity as a critical part of their motherhood. These mothers are
returning home in an attempt to embrace the contemporary cultural ideal of intensive
motherhood.

Motherhood Scripts: Culture, Change, and Contradiction
Contemporary mothers, regardless of employment status, are impacted by the prevailing
ideology of intensive mothering. Who are intensive mothers? Hays (1996) describes intensive
mothers as the most critical source of support for their developing child. In the intensive
mothering ideal, the accessibility and presence of the mother promotes learning and growth in
all interactions.
Though intensive mothers are often portrayed as stay-at-home parents, mothers employed
outside the home are also impacted by the ideal of an intensive mother. As employed mothers
seek to fulfill the demands of a career, they also strive to secure ways to increase their child’s
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“intensive parenting” experience, either through their own involvement, their partner’s
involvement, or someone outside (e.g., child care provider, nanny, or other family member).
This is referred to as consensus parenting or conscious collaboration (Cowdery and KnudsonMartin, 2005).
Even as more mothers are working outside the home and pursuing careers parallel to their
mothering accomplishments, cultural messages about the appropriateness of this choice are
mixed. In a content analysis of advertisements in family magazines, Robinson and Hunter
(2008) found that most presented ambiguous messages about motherhood and focused instead
on children. This likely reflects the changing family environment and the societal acceptance
of intensive parenting with a clear focus on the child. Further, strong messages in favor of
attachment parenting (Bobel, 2002) promote constant physical connection to one’s children,
including wearing the baby in a sling all day, and bringing the baby to bed with you at nights
in order to maintain a secure attachment between parent (most often mother) and child.
Although women’s choices and lifestyles are different, the common value of intensive
parenting requires a great deal from all mothers, whether they are in the paid labor force or
not. This point is captured in Gart’s (2005) piece in Today’s Woman describing the day in the
life of a mom:
Shuttle children from ballet lessons to chess club to the ice rink to quick recall to soccer
practice and finally to the drive-thru at McDonald’s, because there hasn’t been time to fix
dinner since the kids’ schedules are so busy. Whew! Coincidentally, the car in front of the
harried “stay-at-home” mom is driven by a fatigued working mother who is ordering three
happy meals and a large coffee. We all end up in the same place—Exhaustion. (p. 40)

Over the past two decades, American mothers have faced what is often a double-bind
situation where “the cultural contradictions of motherhood are… more pronounced than ever
before” (Hays, 1996, p. 50). As with fathers, it seems that American culture has constructed
high and often contradictory ideals and expectations for mothers. The true challenge for
mothers and fathers will be finding ways to manage these cultural contradictions together.

PART THREE:
FIVE CHALLENGES FACING CONTEMPORARY MARRIED PARENTS
Family researchers Anna Deinhart and Kerry Daly (1997) summarily posit that
North Americans live in a culture where there is a paradox between the ideological
exaltation of the family and an intensifying work ethos that leaves families with less time for
each other than ever before (p. 147).

In such a culture, where “accomplishment, status, and material acquisition are
hegemonic” (Dienhart and Daly, 1997, p. 147) is it possible for mothers, fathers, or even both
parents to find meaningful ways to be committed to the nurturing care required for the
successful development of their children? Dienhart and Daly (1997) argue that it is, but
emphasize that “couples committed to shared parenthood must be very deliberate in their
efforts to surmount the countervailing forces of the larger culture” (p. 147). Doherty (2001)
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has similarly emphasized that intentionality in establishing and sustaining high quality family
relationships is essential to paddle against the currents that tend to pull our marriage and
family relationships downstream. For parents to be intentional about establishing and
sustaining high quality family relationships, they must be conscious of the challenges posed
by cultural contradictions. In this third and final section of the paper, we turn our attention to
the role of marriage in the midst of the previously outlined contradictions and challenges for
fathers and mothers, highlight five key challenges facing contemporary married parents
today, and conclude with some practical implications for families.

Challenge 1: Gender Role Convergence
Middle class men and women are experiencing significant, pervasive, and growing
pressures toward gender role convergence, although the trend may not equally apply to men
and women outside the middle class nor to all subcultures within the middle class.
Contemporary patterns of parenting roles are in the process of transition from the gendersegregated roles of the 1950s to an egalitarian culture of parenting.
It is common for women and men making the transition to adulthood to assert that there
should be few or no differences in fathers’ and mothers’ contributions to family work and
support (beyond biologically determined matters such as pregnancy and breastfeeding). Yet,
most couples have not achieved egalitarian role sharing life styles, even if they hold that to be
the ideal (Coltrane, 1996; Deutsch, 2000). Further, many couples have not bought into the
idea of egalitarianism as an ideal, but they sense that a greater degree of role convergence
between mothers and fathers is appropriate, nonetheless. It is often the case that manifested
behavior falls short of the ideal targeted. Thus, where the goal is set “lower,” the manifested
behavior is lower still. Indeed, research indicates that despite the best intentions of
egalitarian-minded couples, child rearing seems to have a traditionalizing effect on gender
role allocation on most couples (Cowan and Cowan, 1999; Huston and Holmes, 2004).
Contemporary culture often implies that egalitarianism is the appropriate norm, though
the culture precedes and exceeds the conduct of parenting. Stated another way, both the
culture and the conduct of parenting appear to be in transition in contemporary American
culture.
As discussed earlier, the transitions of culture and conduct are asynchronous, creating
new levels of tension and role dissatisfaction for both fathers and mothers.

Challenge 2: Intergenerational Dissonance
Pioneering efforts in more egalitarian parenting are often accompanied by a degree of
intergenerational tension for a variety of reasons. Because the transition is still in progress,
there are few accomplished practitioners who can offer social support. Additionally, if the
cultural prescription for “good” parents is in constant flux, new generations of parents will
likely assess their parents as deficient, outdated models (Morman and Floyd, 2002).
Previous generations of parents may also question their own adequacy or, conversely,
may challenge the need for role changes when the “old way” worked for them. Such tensions
do not facilitate positive social support and can breed frustration for both generations.
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However, such tensions are likely inevitable at some level, whether they are made explicit or
not (Palkovitz and Marks, 2001).

Challenge 3: Intramarital Challenges
Within the boundaries of marriage, role convergence between fathers and mothers can
produce different tensions than those present in role-segregated situations. Specifically, in
role-segregated conditions, specialists are responsible for, or “in charge” of, their domain.
They operate by their own methods and (for the most part) by their own standards. With role
convergence, however, people interact in roles that are not exclusively “their” turf. This can
lead to debates or disagreements regarding procedural and quality issues not addressed in
role-segregated or single-parent conditions. It is these types of challenges that have prompted
a leading marriage and family therapist to argue that marriage-based parenting can, at times,
be more challenging than single parenting (Doherty, 2000).
Role sharing requires more energy, and both mothers and fathers may frequently express
feelings of inadequacy and frustration from “trying to do it all.” The quest for egalitarian
marriage or equally shared parenting (Deutsch, Kokot and Binder, 2007) without the clear
division of responsibility by gender guidelines is riddled with questions of what tasks need to
be done, when and how they should be done, and who should do them. In sum, contemporary
patterns of egalitarian parenting may require greater time, flexibility, skill, and vigilance than
“traditional,” role-segregated parenting.

Challenge 4: Developing a Next Generation of Married Parents
Because role convergence is a relatively new phenomenon, many children do not get the
degree of socialization and preparation needed to fulfill the diverse facets of converging
parenting roles. In general, persons growing up in times of transition are often raised by
people who are not modeling the new norms.
Today’s transitions mean that contemporary parents tended to be socialized by people
who practiced traditional role allocations. As such, parents of today are ill-prepared for
engagement in non-traditional aspects of changing roles. Though egalitarian role prescriptions
have existed for decades, it is still the case that most girls tend to receive more preparation for
nurturance while most boys receive more preparation for competition and career success
(Maccoby, 1999). Thus, as girls today receive both cultural messages for nurturance and
industry, they may not have a model of an intensive mother that had a high worker identity
simultaneously.
Further as boys today receive both cultural messages for increasing and declining active
father involvement, they may feel more confused than before about how to conduct
themselves in new fathering roles.
Partly due to the fluidity of role changes, contemporary mothers and fathers lack
competent, nurturing role models of the same gender. This situation may moderate once the
current cohort of parents negotiates the balance between economic providing and nurturing
involvement in the home. Alternatively, the balance may shift yet again—leaving future
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generations challenged to find appropriate models for newly emerging roles (Marks and
Palkovitz, 2004).

Challenge 5: Development and “The External Gaze”
It is important to note that socialization is not the only developmental consideration.
Parents are individuals who are developing through a series of stages where they differentiate
and integrate various facets of themselves. One way to view hurdles to egalitarian parenting is
to view them as developmental remnants of previous stages. Though developmentalists
commonly consider the pull of the “imaginary audience” which is salient during adolescence,
adults can be swayed by their imaginary audience as well. The imaginary audience of
adulthood puts pressure on parents to conform to a culture of parenthood that may be
discrepant with their stated or unstated values, skills, or desires. In an insightful study of
“generative” couples, Dienhart and Daly (1997) use the phrase “suspend the impact of the
external gaze” (p. 157) to describe a successful strategy that highly involved parents in their
sample implemented when they were most concerned with and focused on meeting the needs
of their children, as opposed to satisfying the perceived expectations of others (e.g., pleasing
“the external gaze”).
In addition to the struggle with the imaginary audience or “external gaze,” another
adolescent issue that is revisited during parenthood is identity formation (Erikson, 1964,
1998). If identities are formed in regard to gender roles in a rigid manner, whether “too
traditional” or “too egalitarian,” it may be a challenge for the person to adapt to the emerging
and constantly shifting demands of parenting and family life as an adult.
Aside from the revisitation of identity concerns, parents are often experiencing the dual
responsibilities of achieving intimacy development and transitioning into the new
developmental task of becoming generative (Erikson, 1950). The task of achieving intimacy
requires the parent to open up and share what is inside of the self. If there is not sufficient
communication regarding role distribution and sharing, there may be unresolved challenges to
intimacy that can compromise the quality of the marital relationship. Marital quality is not
only related to the development of intimacy, but is also related to generative development
(Bradford and Hawkins, 2006). Thus, the generative support of child development that
accompanies children’s successful developmental outcomes is affected by parental
adjustment to roles, coparental relationship quality, individual developmental forces, and
individual choices through the life span. While social forces shape the manifestation of
gender roles and division of family work, they are not the only (or even the primary)
determinant of patterns of parental involvement.
Individuals who come through the developmental trajectories of adolescence and young
adulthood in a positive manner are better able to negotiate the multiple demands of
converging parenting roles while maintaining identity, intimacy, and achieving generativity
(Erikson, 1984). Those who struggle with the earlier developmental tasks of adolescence and
young adulthood will face even greater challenges as they try to navigate the compound tasks
of converging parenting roles. This is a precarious and fragile balance requiring continuous
evaluation and problem solving.
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Practical Implications for Families
Parents need to be encouraged to be open and honest in their communication with one
another regarding their values, skills, desires, and fears concerning role specialization versus
role sharing. In the Dienhart and Daly (1997) study of generative couples referred to earlier, it
is interesting to note that there was considerable variation in how parenting roles were worked
out. The constant finding, however, was that “men and women….were passionate about their
commitment to their family partnership” (p. 156).
America has created a demanding set of cultural prescriptions for idyllic “super moms”
and “new fathers” who are expected do it all. The finite nature of time, money, and energy
may ultimately leave these often contradictory prescriptions unfilled. However, parents who
demonstrate resilience in challenging situations create alternative and attainable patterns of
ongoing connection and involvement with their children. In an exploration of mother’s time
use with their infants, Huston and Aronson (2005) discovered that maintaining sensitivity
toward their infants’ needs, creating a quality home environment that supports infant
cognitive and language development, and giving up time in leisure and extracurricular
activities to spend more one-on-one time with their infants were important efforts that
supported working mothers’ desire to maintain high quality relationships with their infants.
Roy, Palkovitz, and Waters (2007) found that fathers living in poverty with limited
educational attainment and work opportunities engaged in an adaptive process of “steeling” or
creating attainable patterns of paternal involvement by changing the culturally predominant
and unattainable standards of father involvement to more realistic levels and methods.
Though middle class parents face different limitations in their resources, it may be that
instead of being continually confronted with failure of attaining super parent status, parents
will redefine “success” generally and “good” parenting specifically, given the opportunities
and limitations that they face. Studies such as these that explore useful strategies employed by
mothers and fathers can offer couples the support they need to explore a fluid set of
expectations regarding balancing role diversification and specialization in a manner that is
beneficial for their current family form and functioning.

CONCLUSIONS
Contemporary American fathers and mothers talk about “changing times” and dynamic
roles and trends in parent involvement, often citing their parent’s generation as a benchmark.
Still, it is not possible to accurately chronicle in detail the degree of change that has occurred
in parenting roles in the past 50 years. It is clear, however, that the culture of parenthood is
constantly being modified. Contemporary middle class role expectation of “intensive”
parenting poses challenges to married fathers and mothers who are expected to do it all.
Women are increasingly encouraged to engage in economic provision without decreasing
expectations for household labor and child care. Fathers are encouraged to be high-level
economic providers and involved nurturers. Marked characteristics of contemporary parents
that may be a real difference from parents of past eras are: a) a focus on the role-sharing
aspects of parenting, and b) the need to balance loving/caring elements of parenting with
economic provision.
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The current American scripts for the roles of “the intensive mother” and “the new father,”
may be unattainable for many parents who now live with ideals that do not fit the reality of
their lives. Families should be encouraged to openly and creatively work out the unique
personal, marital, and familial balance that they need to experience both efficiency and
fulfillment in balancing parenting and providing.
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